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First Impressions of the Lisa 2 
WHICH COMPUTER? 


December 1984 


One of the problems with success is, how do you follow it up 
with yet more success? Like many of the early computer 
manufacturers, Apple was faced with the difficult problem of 
what to do after the phenomenal success of the Apple II. 


It is perhaps typical of Apple that they hedged their bets by 
keeping the II going but at the same time took a farsighted 
gamble (,f1 a completely new approach to microcomputing with 
the Lisa. 


When the Lisa was first announced in January 1983 it 
generated tremendous interest: the appearance of the mouse, 
the extensive windowing facilities and the pretty little 
icons (that is, pictorial representations of actions) all 
combined to give, perhaps for the first time, a real meaning 
to the concept of "user-friendly". 


However, the enormous development costs of the Lisa 
(estimated at some $50 million) meant that its initial price 
was well over the £8,000 mark, putting it in the expensive 
business micro class. To be fair, the Lisa was still fairly 
competitive if you took into account all the bundled software 
costs, hot buyers usually only want one package to start with 
and they resent paying for the spreadsheet, database, etc, 
which they may not need. 


The Lisa is based on an entirely new concept in interface 
design, and its appeal can be seen by the way the competition 
has moved rapidly to get into this market. Producing a rival 
machine would be a problem, so the effort has gone into 
software enhancements to give other micros similar 
facilities. VisiOn was quick off the mark and now Digital 
Research has announced the Graphics Environment Manager, or 
GEM, which provides much the same facilities. Most popular 
micros can now have a mouse and windowing facilities added on 
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so you can have your new technology at something like half 
the price of the original Lisa. 


With a good sense of timing, however, Apple did two things: 
introduced a cut down version of the Lisa, the Macintosh, and 
brought out a new version of the Lisa, the Lisa 2. These look 
like very shrewd moves indeed. Some people think that Apple 
deliberately put a high price tag on the first Lisa to 
capitalize on its early monopoly. Apple must have known this 
could not last for long, and probably always intended to 
launch the Lisa 2 as the right package at the right time with 
the right price. Whatever the true story, the Lisa 2 has 
arrived and although it is essentially the same machine, it 
now looks a very attractive proposition. At a current price 
of £4,100 or so it could he a winner. 


The Lisa 2 is a neater version of the original 68000-based 
Lisa with the hard disc option now incorporated in the main 
system box and the two 5 1/4 inch 860KB floppy drives 
replaced with a single 3 1/2 inch microfloppy. The main 
system box, keyboard and mouse are unchanged and the machine 
now sits very neatly, if rather solidly, on the executive 
desktop. The insides have had to he modified to take the new 
discs and the interior is fairly loaded. The opportunity has 
been taken out to clear up a few bugs in the operating system 
but in essence the machine is the same as the original. 


The machine itself looks rather Sphinx-like with its two 
protruding legs jutting forward and the keyboard fitting 
between them. The mouse can he conveniently used on either 
side. Access to the inside of the machine is especially easy 
through either the front or rear panels. The front comes off 
by operating two simple catches under the panel, the rear is 
detached using two rotating screws. Both have safety 
electrical interlocks which is just as well seeing how easy 
it is to gain access. There are the same three expansion 
slots at the rear, plus the two D25 serial ports and one 
parallel one. 


With such a neat design it seems a pity to carp a little but 
there are some irritating points. For example, access to the 
on/off button is really awkward since it is sited under the 
system which overhang and gets covered up by the keyboard. As 
it is a "soft" switch, ie it operates through software 
control to make sure that everything is filed away before 
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power shut down, presumably it could have been put in a more 
accessible position. The reset button is round the back and 
although computer users complain about the reset buttons 
being too accessible, this one is getting almost too hard to 
find. Perhaps the most objectionable feature of the design is 
that there is no way to adjust the height and tilt of the 
screen. As the machine weighs some 40 lbs it is not that easy 
to slide it around the desk or wedge it to a different 
inclination. 


Our review machine arrived with a hardware fault which turned 
out to be due to an internal board becoming detached from its 
slot. Micros do get humped around in cars occasionally and 
perhaps some retaining screws on the boards would he a good 
idea. Although this was easily rectified once diagnosed, it 
disclosed another problem. 


The hard disc signals its health and activity via a small 
green LED situated behind the front grille. If you know it's 
there, you can find it by close scrutiny of the system box. 
If you do not < and it's not mentioned in the user guide as 
far as we could see you remain ignorant of its existence. You 
sound pretty foolish saying "What green light?" when the 
helpful engineer at the other end of the phone line says, "Is 
your green light on?" You really do need to be able to see an 
indicator light even when it's not on, as well as when it is. 
Another small moan is that the internal clock runs 
continuously so long as the Lisa is plugged into the mains. 
If you unplug it, as surely is wise for all electrical 
appliances, you have to reset the clock each time you start 
up. The Macintosh has a battery backup system, so why not the 
Lisa? 


Despite all this, the new Lisa is a marvelous machine and 
with the release of the Lisa 7/7 Office Systems software it 
will keep many an executive happy for days on end. The 
machine has the kind of effect a Rolls Royce has: people 
crowd round to look at it. They queue to play with the mouse, 
and the ease and range of the screen, menu and window 
manipulations give you the kind of feeling a conjuror must 
have when pulling off a particularly slick trick. The icon 
system is by now well-known but it still impresses; even the 
sophisticated user gets a thrill from sliding a document over 
to the wastebin and seeing it disappear. 
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The new office system software, 7/7, deserves a mention. It 
offers project management, word processing, spreadsheet, data 
communications, database, business graphics and structured 
graphics in one integrated package. Data can be moved about 
freely among these functions, graphs and bar charts put in 
memos and reports, block diagrams constructed, print styles 
varied, data transferred to other Apples, mainframes, etc. 
There is an 80,000 word English spelling dictionary, and most 
of the functions now support colour printing. Anticipating 
multi-user use, the system offers password protection for 
documents. Incidentally, the Lisa will run the Macintosh 
operating system and can read Macintosh discs. 


All in all, the Lisa is now a very attractive machine with 
first class office software. At the price it is a bargain - 
at least until the arrival of the next generation of 
machines. 


Spreadsheet, data communications, database, business graphics 
and structured graphics in one integrated package Data can he 
moved about freely among these functions, graphs and bar 
charts put in memos and reports, block diagrams constructed, 
print styles varied, data transferred to other Apples, 


mainframes, etc. There is an 80,000 word English spelling 
dictionary, and most of the functions now support colour 
printing. Anticipating multi-user use, the system offers 
password protection for documents. Incidentally, the Lisa 
will run the Macintosh operating system and can read 
Macintosh discs. 


All in all, the Lisa is now a very attractive machine with 
first class office software. At the price it is a bargain - 
at least until the arrival of the next generation of 
machines. 
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